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עד\א   יעבור ואל יהרג חוץ מעבודה זרה וגילוי עריות ושפיכות דמים


The limits of self-sacrifice


Our sugya explains that saving a life takes precedence over any mitzvah in the Torah with the exception of idolatry (‘avodah zarah), immorality and murder.  Idolatry is an exception because the Torah says “Love Hashem…with all your soul” (Devarim 6:5).  Murder is a logical exception as one should not cause another’s death to save one’ own.  Immorality is an exception as it is scriptually compared to murder.


According to Maharam of Rottenburg (Responsa, 938), a Jew must sacrifice his soul to refrain from worshipping an idol but he is not commanded to suffer endless torture, as the Gemara in Kesubos 33b attests that if Nevuchadnetzar had tortured Chananyah, Mishael and Azaryah, they would have bowed to the idol (see the Mordechai on Gittin, §395).


Rabbi Manoach Hendel, author of Chochmas Manoach, is familiar to us by his comments at the end of the tractate.  He passed away about 400 years ago and was one of the leading Torah authorities in the generation of the Maharsha, the Maharam and the Levush.  An unfortunate event was referred to him when Jews were captured by gentiles and cruelly tortured so that they would admit to the “crimes” of other Jews entailing the death penalty.  Their captors informed them that they would stop torturing them if they converted to their religion and Rabbi Hendel ruled that they may do so, relying amongst other sources on the proof from Chanayah, Mishael and Azaryah.  


The coded letter of the Chochmas Manoach: It is interesting that Rabbi Hendel did not want to publicize his ruling at large and at the beginning of his reply he wrote: “We do not learn one lamed (teaching) from another lamed in the middle, and a lamed (learned person) should only reveal it to the prudent.”  He thereafter encoded his decision by adding a lamed in the middle of each word… (Sefer HaZikaron by HaGaon Rav Y.B. Zholti, Mechon Yerushalayim, p. 332 and onwards).  We learn from his reply that this permission is given only for idolatry and immorality but not for murder.  


That is the decision of the Maharam of Rottenburg but Rabeinu Tam disagrees (Kesubos 33b, s.v. Ilmalei) and asserts that even a cruelly tortured Jew must not worship an idol.  The statue facing Chananyah, Mishael and Azaryah, he contends, was not an idol but merely a monument to the king (see at length in Meoros HaDaf HaYomi, III, p. 35).





עז\ב   זרק חץ ותריס בידו


 “To kindle the light of Chanukah”


We are now preparing for Chanukah.  It is surprising to discover that our sugya serves as a source for a fascinating halachic discussion concerning the Chanukah lights.  


The halachah (Shulchan ‘Aruch, O.C. 675:1) is that “kindling accomplishes the mitzvah”.  That is, the mitzvah is not fulfilled by the lights burning but by the act of lighting them, as indicated in the berachah: “to kindle the light of Chanukah” (Mishnah Berurah, ibid, S.K. 1).  Still, the lighting must ensure that the lights burn a certain time.  Someone, then, who lit the lights to burn for the required time has observed the mitzvah even if they suddenly blow out.  Nonetheless, if he lit them where they were exposed to a strong wind that extinguished them, he has not observed the mitzvah as the actual lighting was defective.


How do we light Chanukah lights in glass cases?  Anyone lighting Chanukah lights in a fixture designed for them knows that if he doesn’t close the glass door quickly, the lights will be extinguished by the usually strong winter wind.  Though he intends to close the glass immediately, the lighting is apparently defective, as the lights can’t burn in such an exposed position.  Is the lighting valid, then, if he intends to close the glass immediately?  Let’s examine our sugya.


Our sugya rules that if someone shoots an arrow toward a shield and a second person removes the shield, resulting in the death of the person behind the shield, both the shooter and the person removing the shield are exempt from punishment.  The shooter is exempt even if it was planned that the other would remove the shield and we thus learn that intention is separate from action: since he aimed the arrow at the shield, he is not regarded as an actual murderer and is not punishable by a beis din.  


Thus, apparently, someone who lights Chanukah lights while the glass door is open does not observe the mitzvah as the wind is likely to extinguish them and even though he intends to close the glass immediately, we cannot combine his intention with his action.  Indeed, Rav Y.L. Diskin took special care and lit his lights in an almost completely closed case by means of a long candle (Mikraei Kodesh, Chanukah, 17).


At any rate, the common custom is otherwise, as the Chazon Ish distinguishes between the shooter of an arrow and a person lighting Chanukah lights.  If we want to combine intention with action to give the action a different character, we must be sure the intention will be carried out for if not, we cannot rely on it.  The removal of the shield causes a person’s death and we cannot regard his intention to remove the shield as an intention that will definitely materialize as he is transgressing a prohibition and perhaps he will change his mind.  Ordinary intentions, however, are different.  We may rely on the person lighting the Chanukah lights to close the glass immediately after lighting and his lighting is therefore valid (Yemei HaChanukah, p. 24).


This fascinating topic is not finished.  HaGaon Rav S.Z. Auerbach considered an opposite case in which a person lights Chanukah lights in a place with no wind but at the time of lighting intends to extinguish them immediately.  Should we combine his intention with his action and disqualify his lighting or should we learn from our sugya that we don’t combine the intention of removing the shield with the action of shooting the arrow?  


Rav Auerbach referred to the difference between our sugya and lighting Chanukah lights from a different viewpoint.  Punishment for a transgression relates only to the transgression.  He who commits the transgression is punished and who does not, is not.  An action, then, which is meaningless without an intention does not incriminate.  On the other hand, fulfillment of a positive mitzvah is not accomplished if there is an opposite intention. One who lights Chanukah lights with the intention to extinguish them immediately harms the observance of the mitzvah and his lighting is invalid (Kovetz HaMo’adim, Chanukah-Purim, p. 86, see his discussion if the person ultimately didn’t extinguish the lights, in which he concludes that the issue needs further research).





עז\ב   זרק חץ ותריס בידו


Why we can’t switch on electricity on Shabos


In 5643 the first two electric power plants were built to produce electricity in London and New York and halachic authorities were required to define electricity halachically with many implications, most of which affected Shabos prohibitions.  All the poskim ruled that one who puts on electricity on Shabos transgresses a prohibition of the Torah and it is interesting to explore the source of this decision, which is based also on our sugya.


Our sugya explains that a person who removed a shield in front of a flying arrow, which then killed another, is not regarded as a murderer but as someone who causes a murder.  Removing a factor preventing an act is not equivalent to the act itself.


Putting on an electric light involves the connection of two wires, one of which contains constantly flowing electricity.  This is a melachah forbidden by the Torah since the person connecting the wires is actively igniting the electric light.  Sometimes, however, the wires are connected but some insulating material over them prevents the flow of electricity.  Pressing a switch, then, does not connect anything but merely removes the insulating material and the light goes on.


The person pressing the switch, of course, does not create or move electricity.  He only removes what prevented the flow of electricity to the light.  Is this not like someone removing a shield before the flight of an arrow which, as explained in our sugya, is only considered as “causing” an action (grama)?  This idea was brought to the attention of Rav Chayim Ozer Grodzhinski (Responsa Achi’ezer, III, 60).  He rejected it completely, emphasizing that he visited an electrician in his workshop, and those asking the question did not fully understand our sugya:


Our Gemara further explains that if a person tied up another in front of a dam and opened the dam so that the water drowned him, he is regarded as a murderer.  Apparently, though, how is this case different from the remover of the shield?  Both, after all, remove a barrier.  The Yad Ramah explains that the cases are different: the dam supports the water, which weighs down on it and any change in the dam is regarded as an act done to the water itself.  On the other hand, the arrow is not touching the shield and any act done with the shield is not considered as an act done with the arrow.  We thus learn that removing an object directly connected to the force it is blocking is regarded as activating that force.  (We can sharpen this difference by considering the following two instances: (1) A truck is rolling down a slope and someone removes a barrier so that it continues down till it kills another.  (2) The truck is stopped by the barrier and then someone removes it and the truck continues downhill).


Now, since the insulating material is constantly stopping the electricity, its removal constitutes a direct act of making the electricity flow and may be compared to opening a dam rather than removing a shield, which does not touch the arrow.  


This section only treats one aspect of switching on electric appliances.  We should also mention the Chazon Ish’s basic ruling that aside from making a fire, a person creating an electric circuit transgresses the prohibition of boneh (building).





עח\א   טריפה


When is a person considered a treifah?


A person, who has an evident, incurable defect in one of his organs and is therefore expected to expire within 12 months, is defined as a treifah.  Our sugya explains that one who kills a treifah is not punishable by a beis din. The Torah says, “And a person who kills all the soul of a person will be killed” (Vayikra 24:17), whereas the soul of a treifah is lacking.  Still, there is no permission whatsoever to kill such a person and he who does so is punished by death from Above (misah biydei shamayim).  Moreover, everyone must save a treifah and even desecrate Shabos to do so (Minchas Chinuch, 296:9).  Nonetheless, a treifah is not regarded as an ordinary person concerning certain halachos, such as the redemption of the firstborn and he is not redeemed (Rambam, Hilchos Bikkurim, 11:17, and see Rashi on Bava Kama 11b, s.v. Bechor shenitraf, who disagrees).


There are many halachos and ramified rules concerning the definition of a person or animal as a treifah and we shall treat this topic in the appropriate sugyos.  In this section we shall devote a brief discussion to a number of halachic issues that have arisen from the subtle definition of a treifah person who, on the one hand, is not a “soul” but, on the other hand, is still considered a husband, a brother and the like.


Wounding a treifah on Shabos: Some maintained that since the Torah rule that a person who kills a treifah is not regarded as having killed a “soul”, a person who wounds a treifah on Shabos is exempt from the transgression of potzea’ (wounding or extracting blood).  A person who wounds another or himself on Shabos transgresses the prohibition because “the blood is the soul” and extracting blood is like extracting a soul (O.C. 316).  But since a treifah is not regarded as a soul, extracting his blood is not considered as extracting his soul.  Still, Rabbi Yeshayah di Trani, author of Tosfos Rid, disagrees and rules that a treifah is a living person in every sense but that the Torah exempts his murderer since he is close to death.  In all senses, however, he is a living person.


In 5696 riotous terrorists broke into the home of Rav Alter Unger in Tzefas and killed him and all his children except for his smallest daughter.  A bullet pierced her lung and she died of her injury a day later.


Does a treifah exempt a widow from yibum?  Before the daughter died, she was defined as a treifah and the question arose as to if her mother required yibum or chalitzah from her husband’s brother.  In other words, if a father was survived by a child defined as a treifah, is the father considered as having a living child to exempt his wife from yibum? [The fact that the child died later does not change the exemption as the yibum obligation depends on the time of the husband’s death] (See Ginas Veradim on E.H., Kelal 2:4, and Chikrei Lev on E.H., §11).  As for the halachah, the poskim ruled that she was exempt from yibum, relying on the above decision of the Tosfos Rid and other Rishonim, who determined that a treifah is like a living person in every sense (see Responsa Achi’ezer, III, 33:3, and Responsa Beis Yitzchak, II, 99).  


We conclude with the interesting innovation of the Pesach Devir (219:3) that, in his opinion, a treifah who recuperates from another serious illness may pronounce birkas hagomel although he is not expected to live much longer, because now he is alive.  He should, however, adopt the stricter opinion and say the blessing without mentioning Hashem’s name.  HaGaon Rav E.Y. Waldenberg discusses the halachos of a treifah at length (Responsa Tzitz Eli’ezer, X, 25) and mentions that if such a person believes he has fully recuperated, one should not rule stringently preventing him to pronounce the berachah with Hashem’s name (see ibid).





עח\ב   מקושש בר קטלא הוא


Jewish men conscripted in the Russian army


Rabbi Shemuel Eliezer Eideles, known as the Maharsha, is famous for his work on the Shas, part of which treats the halachic aspect of the Gemara and its commentators and part of which comments on the Aggadah.  Still, we discover a revolutionary halachic innovation in his commentary on the Aggadah in Bava Basra 119a.  Our sugya explains that Moshe knew that the gatherer of wood (mekoshesh) was punishable by death but did not know which death penalty was applicable to him.  Tosfos (Bava Basra 119b, s.v. Afilu) and the Targum of Yonasan ben Uziel (Bemidbar, 15:32) mention in the name of the Midrash that the mekoshesh committed his sin with pure intentions.  He intended to be caught and judged so that people would know which death penalty was applicable to someone who deliberately desecrates Shabos.  The Maharsha adds that if so, the gatherer’s melachah was not considered as a need in itself (melachah hatzerichah legufah) and a melachah forbidden on Shabos must be needed for itself.  (Still, the gatherer was punishable by death as “intentions in the heart” are not considered and the witnesses who warned him did not know his intention).  A common example of this definition is that of a person who digs a hole for the sake of its earth.  This melachah is not considered for its own sake (tzerichah legufah) as the digger does not need the hole but merely the earth that results from it.  


We can easily discern the Maharsha’s great chidush as there is a clear difference between the mekoshesh and the person who digs a hole for its earth.  The digger of the hole does not need his melachah at all but merely the resulting earth.  There is another practical objective to digging the hole – the earth – and therefore the melachah is not considered as a need in itself (legufah).  On the other hand, when the melachah is done for its own sake – the gathering of wood, the additional intention there is another intention to the melachah itself.  The other intention should not render it a melachah she’einah tzerichah legufah as there is no other practical purpose to the melachah.   The Mirkeves HaMishneh indeed disagrees with the Maharsha (Hilchos Shabos, 1).


A Jew forced by a gentile to work on Shabos: At any rate, that is the Maharsha’s opinion.  The Maharik (137) preceded him by asserting that a Jew forced to do melachah on Shabos and who does so only to be saved from his oppressors is considered as doing melachah not needed for itself, as his only intention is to be saved from the gentile (see Chavos Yair, 182, and Chelkas Yoav, O.C. 10).  The Chofetz Chayim authored Machanei Yisrael, a guide for Jewish men forcibly conscripted in gentile armies.  He mentions (§31) that the Maharsha’s comment eases the condition of soldiers forced by their commanders to work on Shabos as they do not need the melachah for itself but do it only in fear of their oppressors.











From the Editor





The Story on a Gravestone


Last week we dealt with the gravestone of a person who had no one to care for his burial and the amazing story about it.  This week we shall deal with a gravestone that tells its own story.  


A few words hewn on a modest stone, whose form and location indicate nothing of its uniqueness, contain a wonderful biography of a person who loved Torah to the point of self-sacrifice.  Those approaching the grave of the Belzer Rebbe on Har HaMenuchos encounter a gravestone with the following inscription:





Here lies Rav Eliezer Yosef, son of Rav Yitzchak HaLevi Lederberg, who taught Torah to the public, he studied and revised orally tractates Beitzah and Rosh HaShanah over 4,000 times.  Deceased on 23 Sivan 5714 and in his will he wrote that perhaps it would be worthwhile to inscribe this on his gravestone so that someone reading it might resolve to do likewise.





Alongside is the grave of his grandson Rav Yitzchak HaLevi Kroiz, an esteemed Yerushalayim personality whose yahrzeit falls on 2 Teves and who formulated the inscription on his grandfather’s stone upon the advice of the rabbis of Yerushalayim.  A respected descendant of Rav Eliezer Lederberg agreed to explain the inscription.


In those days there was hardly anyone in Yerushalayim who didn’t know Rav Eliezer.  Possessed of a charming and vibrant character, he was a Torah scholar who lived in the Batei Varsha neighborhood and devoted most of his time to Torah study and prayer.  He delivered a shi’ur each day in shul and even authored a book, Ahavas Hashem, treating topics of Kabbalah and of love for Hashem.  


For a living he managed a stationery shop near the Jaffa Gate.  Not many remember but just decades ago the “new” Yerushalayim was an outskirts project far from “town” i.e. the Old City.  Walking or traveling to and from the new city was an effort and many passers-by entered the shop where Rav Eliezer would offer them a cold drink.  Some of his visitors were scholars and rabbis of Yerushalayim who enjoyed his innovative expoundings and others were ordinary people who enjoyed hearing a fine comment on the weekly parashah.


One day a customer came in to buy a roll of plain white paper.  Coming home, he discovered that the paper was gray with a floral pattern and, disappointed, he returned to the shop to change it.  Rav Eliezer put on his glasses, examined the paper in the yard in the winter sunlight and admitted there had been a mistake.  When the incident repeated itself, he realized that his vision was impaired.  The winter passed but his vision failed to improve and he sought medical advice.  A doctor examined his eyes and determined that Rav Eliezer’s vision was definitely failing, asserting that an operation was needed to save his eyesight.


Deeply distressed at the news, he came home and told his family.  “What should I do?” he cried bitterly.  “How will I learn Torah?  Never mind the stationery.  Our living comes from on High but what about the Torah?”  Not sleeping all night, he went for a further examination in the morning.  Leaving the doctor, he went to the beis midrash.  For six months he spent most of the day in the beis midrash, deeply involved in the Gemara and increasingly happy as time went on.  He then returned to the doctor with a book of Tehillim, calm and contented.  The surgeon performed the operation and Rav Eliezer woke with a smile.  For a number of weeks he had to stay home with a bandage on his eyes.  Everyone prayed for the operation’s success but Rav Eliezer was calm and constantly murmuring words of Torah.  


 “What will be with your Torah?” someone asked.  “How can you be so calm if you don’t know if the operation succeeded?  You were so afraid, after all, that your vision would be permanently impaired and that you couldn’t learn Torah any more.”


Rav Eliezer beamed his constant smile and revealed his secret.  “On the morning I returned to the doctor, I asked him how long I could delay the operation without any danger and he said there would be no danger if I put it off for half a year.  For six months I sat in the beis midrash and learnt Beitzah and Rosh HaShanah by heart.  Day or night I could repeat any sugya from those tractates.  I knew them page for page.  Now I await the results of the operation.  Of course I hope for the full return of my eyesight but I no longer worry about what will become of my Torah!”


A few weeks later Rav Eliezer returned to the doctor.  The physician removed the bandages, examined his eyes and told him that he could fully see.  Since then Rav Eliezer used his mastery of Beitzah and Rosh HaShanah and would learn them again at every opportunity till, in his old age, he completed them over 4,000 times!  In his will to his children he wrote that perhaps it was worthwhile to mention this fact on his gravestone for eternal remembrance.  Those reading the stone would be reminded that a person in Yerushalayim loved the Torah so much that he learnt Beitzah and Rosh HaShanah 4,000 times.


A scholar in our beis midrash who heard this inspiring story applied it to himself.  If Rav Eliezer, who was unsure of the outcome of his operation, could learn diligently despite his anxiety, so much more should a healthy person with full eyesight set aside time for learning Torah for his own and his children’s sake.


When we heard this fascinating tale about Rav Eliezer Lederberg, who in his illness was disturbed only by the possibility of losing the chance to learn Torah, we were reminded that sometimes we don’t have to go so far back to see people adhering devotedly to the Torah.  Mrs Rachel Vanderwolde passed away in Yerushalayim about ten years ago after a debilitating illness that lasted 20 years.  At first the doctors suggested two ways to cope with her disease, each of which would permanently harm her body.  “We can perform an operation with the risk that you won’t be able to speak any longer or another operation with the risk that you won’t be able to eat.  Which do you prefer?” asked the surgeon.  In her pure faith she consulted her family: “Please ask a rabbi how can I observe more mitzvos – by speaking or by eating, and then I’ll decide.”  


Her family referred to the leading halachic authorities, who replied that she should choose the ability to speak.  Her relatives thought she would be in great sorrow that she would no longer be able to eat or drink but to their great surpise she whispered that she was most concerned about no longer being able to observe the mitzvos of matzah and the arba’ kosos.


After her operation she was no more able to eat - for 20 years!  No one ever heard her complain and every day she praised Hashem that He kept her alive to enjoy her many children and grandchildren.


May it be his will that we deserve to learn Torah in health and prosperity.
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In memory of


Esther Reizel Kolman z”l


Daughter of R. Yaakov z”l (25 Kislev)


dedicated by her son, our friend,  R. Dan Kolman and Family, Beni Berak








Halachic discussions cited in this leaflet are only intended to stimulate thought and should not be considered  psak halacha.




















Those wishing to share an interesting story or anecdote with an instructive lesson 


may send it to Meoros HaDaf HaYomi, POB 471, Bnei Berak 55102, 


or by fax 03 5780243.


With the blessing of the Torah


The Editor
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L’ilui nishmas


 R.Reuven Gombo z’l,son of  R. Tzvi z’l  And his wife,Freidel Gitel 


daughter of R. Shmuel z’l.
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עח\א   ארס נחש בין שיניו הוא עומד


The Snake is the Satan


The following comment was heard in the name of the Vilna Gaon: As we know, the Snake in the Garden of Eden was the Satan.  Indeed, the external letters of both nachash (“snake”) and Satan are the same, shin and nun, forming the word shein – tooth - with the internal letters – ches and tes – spelling chet (“sin”).  A snake’s venom – sin – is between its teeth, between the shin and nun in nachash and Satan (Kol Eliahu).





עד\ב   ונקדשתי בתוך בני ישראל


For We Have Been Killed for Your Sake


According to tradition, the authors of the Tosfos wrote their long commentaries on the seventh chapter of Bava Kama during their last night on earth before being killed for adhering to their faith.  Though they knew they would die the next day, they dedicated their last moments to the deep exploration of the Torah (Sha’arei Aryeh).





עד\א   וחי בהם


And Live in Them!


The Chiddushei HaRim said that when performing a mitzvah, we should devote our entire vitality to the point of giving up our souls! (Siach Sarfei Kodesh, 1:150).
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